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Over  the  past  few  years  UNHCR  has  currently  been 
concerned  with  hundreds  of  thousands  of  refugees 
needing  international  assistance.  A great  many  could 
be  helped  but  their  number  has  constantly  been 
replaced  by  new  arrivals.  The  process  of  saving  lives 
is  a daily  task,  as  is  the  action  of  international  soli- 
darity to  give  a future  to  the  uprooted  people. 

The  following  twenty  questions  and  answers  tell 
something  of  the  story  of  the  refugee  problems  in 
our  world  today  and  of  what  is  being  done  to  solve 
them. 


stands  for  Office  of  the 
United  Nations  High  Com- 
missioner for  Refugees.  It  was  established  in 
December  1950  as  a temporary  organization  which 
is  renewed  at  five-year  intervals  by  the  General 
Assembly.  The  present  term  runs  until  31  Decem- 
ber 1973.  The  present  High  Commissioner,  who  was 
elected  unanimously  by  the  General  Assembly  in 
1965,  is  Prince  Sadruddin  Aga  Khan  of  Iran.  The 
Headquarters  of  the  Office  is  at  the  Palais  des 
in  Geneva,  Switzerland,  with  40  Branch 
The  High  Commis- 
sioner each  year  reports  directly  to  the  General 
Assembly  of  the  United  Nations  and  to  the  Eco- 
--  nomic  and  Social  Council.  He  is  assisted  by  an 
Executive  Committee  which  examines  and  approves 
his  yearly  programmes  of  material  assistance. 


> Nations 
Offices  throughout  the  world. 
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• In  popular  language  a refugee  is  any  person  who  leaves  the 
place  where  he  lives  to  seek  safety  from  danger.  The  cause  may 
be  a natural  disaster,  like  floods  or  an  earthquake,  or  a man- 
made threat  to  life  or  liberty  such  as  war.  Refugees  in  the  concept 
of  international  law  are  persons  who  are  outside  their  country  of 
origin  because  they  fear  persecution  as  a result  of  a revolution, 
a change  in  political  regime,  internal  disturbances,  which  bring 
in  their  wake  conditions  of  uncertainty  for  some  groups  of  the 
population. 

• Many  of  the  changes  and  upheavals  of  the  twentieth  century 
have  been  accompanied  by  refugee  movements.  These,  during 
the  first  half  of  the  century,  concerned  mainly  Europe.  After 
the  Second  World  War,  the  vast  decolonization  movement,  the 
pressures  for  self-rule  and  struggles  for  independence,  as  well 
as  political  tensions  in  some  of  the  newly-created  States,  have 
resulted  in  refugee  situations  in  many  other  parts  of  the  world, 
particularly  in  Asia  and  Africa.  It  has  been  said  that  unless 
people  become  more  tolerant  of  one  another  there  will  always 
be  refugees. 


THE  WORLD  - WIDE  OPERATIONS  OF 
UNHCR 

The  black  dots  represent  UNHCR  offices.  The  shaded  areas  indicate  regions  with 

UNHCR  projects 
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• He  may  be  in  need  of  food,  clothing,  shelter  and  medical 
attention,  but  his  first  and  essential  need  is  to  be  accepted  by  the 
country  where  he  seeks  asylum.  Thus,  the  Universal  Declaration 
of  Human  Rights  in  Article  14  states:  “ Everyone  has  the  right 
to  seek  and  to  enjoy  in  other  countries  asylum  from  persecution 

Yet,  in  the  past  and  even  today  refugees  have  sometimes  been 
refused  admission  or  have  been  expelled.  This  dramatically 
illustrates  the  essentially  precarious  position  of  the  refugee. 

Prompted  by  a feeling  of  human  solidarity,  the  international 
community  has  accepted  a number  of  agreements  under  which 
the  basic  rights  to  refugees  are  recognized. 

• The  most  important  is  the  Convention  relating  to  the  Status 
of  Refugees  which  was  adopted  at  Geneva  in  1951  and  which 
by  1 July  1969  had  been  ratified  by  fifty-five  States.  This  Conven- 
tion stipulates,  for  instance,  that  a refugee  shall  not  be  returned 
against  his  will  to  the  country  from  where  he  escaped  nor  be 
expelled  to  a country  where  his  life  or  liberty  would  be  threatened 
because  of  his  race,  nationality,  his  political  opinions,  his  reli- 
gious beliefs,  or  his  belonging  to  a particular  social  group.  The 
Convention  further  describes  the  various  basic  rights  which  the 
refugee  can  claim  in  the  country  of  asylum  and  which  are  essen- 
tial to  lead  a normal  and  active  life  in  the  community.  These 
include  the  right  to  work,  to  education,  to  social  and  other 
benefits,  to  identity  papers  and  travel  documents  etc.  Most 
States  parties  to  the  Convention  issue  a “ Convention  ” travel 
document  to  refugees  with  a cover  of  the  same  blue  as  the  flag  of 
the  United  Nations.  A Protocol  was  added  in  1967  to  adapt  the 
scope  of  the  Convention  to  refugee  situations  on  a worldwide 
basis. 

In  addition,  there  are  a great  many  regional  and  bilateral 
arrangements,  as  well  as  internal  regulations  that  take  care  of 
specific  matters,  e.g.  visa-free  travel  for  refugees,  movement 
across  borders  by  seasonal  workers,  recognition  of  university 
degrees  obtained  in  countries  of  origin,  and  pensions. 

• The  Office  of  the  United  Nations  High  Commissioner  for 
Refugees  was  created  primarily  to  provide  “ international  pro- 
tection ” to  refugees.  This  includes  the  supervision  of  the  appli- 
cation of  the  Convention— making  sure  that  refugees  will  not  be 
denied  the  rights  to  which  they  are  entitled.  For  instance,  refugees 
can  appeal  for  help  and  guidance  to  the  High  Commissioner  at 
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his  Geneva  Headquarters  or  any  of  his  40  Representatives  and 
Correspondents  throughout  the  world.  The  High  Commissioner 
also  encourages  governments  to  take  practical  steps  that  will 
remove  some  of  the  legal  difficulties  sometimes  facing  refugees 
often  caused  by  the  inability  to  have  access  to  official  records  in 
the  country  of  origin.  Conversely,  the  High  Commissioner  is 
available  to  governments  whenever  they  require  the  assistance  of 
an  international  body  for  the  solution  of  refugee  problems 
which  they  have  to  face  on  their  territory.  Among  measures  to 
help,  UNHCR  may  provide  immediate  material  assistance  to 
meet  emergencies  and  to  promote  the  rapid  re-establishment  of 
refugees  in  new  communities. 

• UNHCR  can  only  start  material  assistance  programmes  when 
it  is  asked  by  governments  to  help.  This  does  not  always  happen. 
People  may  have  been  crossing  borders  for  quite  some  time, 
receiving  help  from  the  local  population  and  the  authorities 
before,  the  government  asks  UNHCR  to  provide  international 
assistance  because  local  resources  are  no  longer  able  to  meet 
the  situation. 

When  UNHCR  is  informed  of  a new  refugee  problem,  it 
usually  makes  an  immediate  financial  contribution  after  assessing 
on  the  spot  the  emergency  needs  of  the  refugees  and  the  require- 
ments for  the  permanent  solution  of  the  problem. 

Thereupon,  in  close  co-operation  with  the  government  con- 
cerned, UNHCR  plans  the  actual  operation,  establishes  the 
financial  needs  and  calls  on  all  organizations  in  a position  to  lend 
their  support. 

• According  to  his  mandate  the  High  Commissioner  has  to  con- 
cern himself  with  all  refugees  who,  because  of  fear  of  persecution 
for  reasons  of  race,  religion,  nationality  or  political  opinion, 
leave  their  own  countries  to  find  asylum  elsewhere.  Refugees 
displaced  within  their  country  as  the  result  of  disturbances, 
military  action  or  civil  wars  do  not  therefore  come  within  the 
High  Commissioner’s  mandate.  As  for  the  particular  case  of 
refugees  from  Palestine,  a special  organization  was  set  up  in 
1949 — before  UNHCR  was  created — the  United  Nations  Relief 
and  Works  Agency  for  Palestine  Refugees  in  the  Near  East 
(UNRWA),  which  is  responsible  for  providing  this  group  with 
shelter,  food,  clothing,  health  and  social  services  and  education 
pending  a permanent  solution  within  a political  agreement  in 
the  Middle  East. 
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During  the  first  half  of  the  cencury  the  refugee 
problems  concerned  Europe.  Most  of  those  who 
then  left  their  countries  have  since  become  inte- 
grated in  the  social  and  economic  life  of  their  coun- 
tries of  election.  However,  there  are  still  tens  of 


thousands  of  new  refugees  every  year.  Permanent 
solutions  are  currently  being  found  for  them, 
thanks  to  international  assistance  and  to  the 
liberal  admission  policies  of  the  European  coun- 
tries and  the  traditional  countries  of  immigration. 
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8.  How  many 
refugees  com_ 
under  the  Hi^h 
Commissionar  s 
mandate  ? 


• There  are  about  two  and  a half  million  refugees  within  the 
mandate  of  the  High  Commissioner  for  Refugees.  Most  of  them 
have  already  been  able  to  integrate  themselves  into  the  life  of 
the  country  giving  them  asylum.  They  can  be  found  in  all  parts 
of  the  world,  they  are  of  many  races,  cultural  backgrounds  and 
religious  beliefs.  Generally  speaking,  they  benefit  from  all  the 
international  arrangements  that  have  been  made  to  protect  the 
rights  of  refugees.  But  there  are  also  groups  who  are  still  facing 
serious  difficulties  and  who  need,  in  addition  to  protection, 
emergency  assistance  or  material  aid.  The  principal  groups  at 
present  include  over  900,000  refugees  in  Africa,  over  60,000 
Tibetans  in  India  and  Nepal,  80,000  refugees  from  China  in 
Macao  (there  are  hundreds  of  thousands  of  Chinese  in  Hong 
Kong  to  whom  UNHCR  sometimes  channels  aid  through  volun- 
tary agencies  or  the  Hong  Kong  Government).  There  are  small 
groups  of  Assyrians,  Armenians  and  others  in  the  Mediterranean 
area,  other  groups  in  the  Caribbean,  while  in  Europe  there  is  a 
continuing  movement  of  refugees  asking  for  asylum. 


9.  How  ar 
refugee 
problems 
solved  ? 


• There  are  three  main  solutions:  voluntary  repatriation,  local 
integration  in  the  country  of  asylum,  or  resettlement  in  countries 
of  second  asylum  (also  called  migration). 

Voluntary  repatriation  is  usually  considered  the  most  satisfac- 
tory solution  to  a refugee  problem.  Thus,  in  1961  over  200,000 
refugees  from  Algeria  in  Morocco  and  Tunisia  were  able  to 
return  home  after  their  country  gained  independence.  But  when 
voluntary  repatriation  is  not  possible  other  measures  must  be 
taken.  The  choice  of  these  depends  on  a number  of  factors: 
the  size  of  the  problem,  the  resources  of  the  country  of  asylum, 
the  background,  skills  and  wishes  of  the  refugees  and  the  volume 
of  assistance  that  can  be  made  available.  Broadly  speaking, 
migration  and  local  resettlement  played  major  roles  in  the  solu- 
tion of  the  postwar  refugee  problem  in  Europe;  establishment 
in  rural  communities,  and  the  promotion  of  education,  voca- 
tional training  and  establishment  in  local  crafts  are  the 
main  methods  adopted  in  Africa  and  Asia. 


10.  Art;  there  still 
refugee 
problems 
in  Europe  ? 


• Most  of  today’s  new  refugees  are  able  to  find  work  or  reset- 
tlement possibilities  thanks  to  the  favourable  economic  situation 
and  also  because  of  the  routine  arrangements  that  have  been 
made  for  their  reception  in  the  countries  of  first  asylum  and 
their  migration.  Special  schemes  exist  to  help  aged,  invalid  and 


otherwise  handicapped  people  among  the  refugees  who  need 
individual  attention.  Many  of  the  former  European  refugees 
have  now  ceased  to  be  refugees  by  acquiring  the  nationality  of 
their  new  country  or  having  voluntarily  returned  to  their  coun- 
try of  origin. 

• During  the  last  decade  over  900,000  people  have  been  up- 
rooted by  events  in  various  parts  of  Africa.  The  first  request  for 
help  came  from  the  Democratic  Republic  of  the  Congo  in  1 96 1 . A 
group  of  300,000  refugees  from  Angola  had  sought  asylum  in  the 
Southern  Provinces  of  the  Congo.  This  refugee  movement  was 
followed  almost  immediately  by  an  influx  of  refugees  into  the 
Kivu  Province  of  the  Congo,  Burundi  and  Uganda  coming  from 
the  Republic  of  Rwanda.  These  two  refugee  movements  reveal 
the  two  major  causes  of  refugee  problems  in  Africa:  on  the  one 
hand  rural  populations  displaced  as  a result  of  unrest  in  terri- 
tories under  colonial  administration,  and  on  the  other  hand 
members  of  tribes  who  leave  because  tensions  between  ethnic 
groups  in  newly-independent  countries  create  conditions  of 
uncertainty. 

• The  government  of  the  country  of  asylum  usually  makes  land 
available  in  a part  of  the  country  a good  distance  removed  from 
the  frontier.  This  is  done  so  that  the  presence  of  large  numbers 
of  refugees  along  the  border  of  their  country  of  origin  will  not 
create  tensions  or  lead  to  international  incidents. 

As  the  refugees  arrive  in  the  reception  area  they  are  allocated 
land,  given  tools  for  clearing  the  bush  and  building  their  huts, 
seeds  to  cultivate  their  plots,  blankets,  clothing  etc.  Arrange- 
ments are  generally  made  with  the  World  Food  Program  of  the 
United  Nations  whereby  rations  are  distributed  each  month 
until  the  refugees  themselves  grow  sufficient  food.  This  is  usually 
after  the  second  or  third  crop.  The  projects  include  all  the  ser- 
vices that  are  needed  to  establish  a normal  living  community, 
e.g.  administration,  medical  services,  water  supplies,  education, 
promotion  of  handicrafts,  establishment  of  co-operatives,  of 
new  agricultural  methods,  etc. 

The  implementation  of  such  projects  is  entrusted  to  an  “ opera- 
tional partner”,  which  can  either  be  the  government  itself  or  a 
recognized  non-governmental  agency. 
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• Branch  offices  in  Africa 
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• UNHCR  is  an  agency  which  acts  essentially  as  a planner  and 
as  a co-ordinator,  calling  on  all  organizations,  national  or  inter- 
national, governmental  and  private,  which  are  in  the  best  possible 
position  to  help  with  the  solution  of  a problem.  UNHCR  does 
not  itself  have  experts  on  the  staff  who  can  organize  medical 
services  in  the  field,  plan  a network  of  roads,  advise  on  crops 
and  take  care  of  educational  needs  that  form  the  basic  elements 
of  a refugee  project.  For  this  the  High  Commissioner  turns  to  an 
organization  which  may  already  be  active  in  the  country  con- 
cerned or  have  long  experience  in  refugee  work  and  have  per- 
sonnel or  volunteer  workers  in  the  field. 

• The  Office  has  been  concerned  with  two  main  groups  of 
refugees  in  Asia — Chinese  refugees  in  Macao  and  Tibetan 
refugees  in  Nepal  and  India.  For  Tibetan  refugees  in  Nepal, 
rural  communities  have  been  created,  handicrafts  and  educa- 
tional possibilities  promoted,  whilst  in  India  the  High  Commis- 
sioner is  contributing  to  the  work  undertaken  for  them  by  the 


INDIA 


NEPAL 
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Government  and  by  voluntary  agencies  from  all  parts  of  the 
world.  For  Chinese  refugees  in  Macao  health,  housing  and  other 
projects  have  been  financed  by  UNHCR  which  is  also  trans- 
mitting contributions  to  the  authorities  in  Hong  Kong  for 
Chinese  refugees  there.  Emergency  assistance  has  also  been 
given  to  other  refugee  groups. 

opC- 
nirnT.  ^ s. 

• In  the  industrialized  countries  the  schooling  of  refugee  youth 
presents  no  problems  except  sometimes  in  the  field  of  specialized 
vocational  training  or  higher  education,  when  in  certain  indi- 

Ct" _'[l'6'  -L 

vidual  cases  scholarships  have  to  be  provided. 

But  in  developing  countries  there  are  not  enough  schools  nor 

'■^le 

teachers  to  give  all  the  children  the  chance  to  attend  even  primary 
schools.  Education  is  therefore  also  for  refugees  an  acute 

!'C: 

problem.  The  building  of  classrooms  and  the  provision  of 
teaching  aids  are  part  of  the  basic  projects  initiated  by  the  High 
Commissioner  whenever  new  refugee  settlements  are  created, 
for  instance  in  Africa.  The  Office  has  also  been  helping  govern- 
ments to  increase  the  vocational  training  and  higher  educational 
facilities  for  refugees.  But  there  are  sometimes  additional  pro- 
blems for  refugee  youth.  Apart  from  local  languages,  Africa  has 
main  regions  according  to  the  language  used  in  administration 
and  education — English,  French,  Arabic,  Spanish  and  Portu- 
guese. When  refugee  students  cross  from  one  area  into  another 
they  may  encounter  great  difficulties  in  secondary  education  and 
university  studies  because  of  the  differences  in  system  and  lan- 
guage. As  part  of  the  efforts  to  overcome  these  difficulties,  the 
High  Commissioner  has  given  support  to  a Bureau  for  Placement 
and  Education  that  was  established  by  the  Organization  of 
African  Unity  in  order  to  seek  new  opportunities  for  refugee 
students  to  study  and  for  those  who  have  technical  skills  to  find 
employment  in  African  countries  of  their  language  group. 

• Yes.  The  experiences  of  the  past  have  clearly  shown  this.  The 
history  of  many  European  nations — the  United  States,  Canada, 
Australia  and  New  Zealand — bring  evidence  of  the  contributions 
to  science,  technology,  philosophy  and  the  arts  by  prominent 
refugees,  as  well  as  their  value  in  increasing  the  productivity  and 
the  economic  strength  of  their  countries  of  adoption.  In  the 
developing  countries  today,  and  particularly  in  Africa,  through 
the  creation  of  new  communities  which  are  carefully  planned  to 
help  the  refugees  integrate  in  the  local  economy,  the  refugees 
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contribute  to  the  productivity  of  the  areas  where  they  have 
settled.  Assistance  programmes  are  always  so  designed  as  to 
provide  the  refugees  and  the  local  population  with  opportunities 
for  the  further  economic  and  social  development  of  their  com- 
munity life.  In  fact,  UNHCR,  always  works  in  close  consultation 
and  co-operation  with  the  experts  of  the  specialized  agencies  of 
the  UN  system  and  notably  with  the  Representatives  of  the 
United  Nations  Development  Programme,  during  all  stages  of 
the  planning  and  implementation  of  projects.  This  has  made  it 
possible  in  several  countries  for  refugee  settlements,  after  having 
become  self-supporting,  to  be  included  in  expanded  develop- 
ment projects  for  a whole  region. 

• Every  year  the  High  Commissioner  presents  his  programme 
to  an  Executive  Committee  composed  of  thirty-one  States,  who 
examine  all  the  projects  in  detail  and  decide  on  the  costs. 

Thus  for  1969,  the  assistance  budget  of  UNHCR  was  estab- 
lished at  $5.6  million. 

The  funds  are  brought  together  through  voluntary  contribu- 
tions from  governments  and  private  sources.  At  present  some 
sixty-seven  States  are  contributing  to  UNHCR  programmes. 

In  addition,  governments  often  include  in  their  own  technical 
assistance  programmes  for  development  countries  projects  which 
will  directly  benefit  refugees. 

The  High  Commissioner  also  receives  technical  assistance 
and  support  from  the  other  agencies  in  the  UN  system  such  as 
the  World  Food  Program  (WFP),  the  Food  and  Agricultural 
Organization  (FAO),  the  World  Health  Organization  (WHO), 
the  International  Fabour  Office  (ILO),  the  UN  Educational, 
Scientific  and  Cultural  Organization  (UNESCO),  the  United 
Nations  Children’s  Fund  (UNICEF),  the  United  Nations 
Development  Programme  (UNDP)  etc. 

And  finally,  the  voluntary  agencies  co-operating  with  the 
High  Commissioner  make  money  available  to  complement  the 
basic  projects  undertaken  by  UNHCR. 

• Voluntary  agencies  are  non-governmental  organizations 
created  by  private  citizens  to  take  direct  action  in  response  to 
certain  needs. 

For  historical  reasons,  many  were  formed  by  people  of  the 
same  religious  convictions,  others  are  to  help  groups  of  a given 
national  origin  or  cultural  background,  some  have  a specific 
purpose  of  a technical  or  social  nature. 
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Voluntary  agencies  work  in  close  co-operation  with  UNHCR 
and  other  bodies  dealing  with  refugees.  Sometimes  they  act  as 
operational  partners  for  UNHCR  or  give  specific  support  to 
projects  in  the  form  of  voluntary  workers,  provision  of  agricul- 
tural equipment,  educational  aids,  etc. 

In  addition,  they  have  their  own  programmes  and  projects, 
all  designed  to  give  individual  help  on  a personal  basis,  for  in- 
stance by  seeking  sponsors  for  refugees  in  immigration  countries, 
providing  language  and  vocational  training  courses,  providing 
loans,  offering  counselling  and  social  services,  and  in  many 
other  ways. 

• The  voluntary  agencies  depend  entirely  on  the  support  they 
receive  from  private  citizens.  In  many  countries  the  organi- 
zations working  for  refugees  have  grouped  themselves  in  national 
councils  where  they  co-ordinate  their  action  and  in  joint  efforts 
organize  public  appeals.  In  other  countries,  each  organization 
appeals  to  its  own  group  of  interested  citizens.  The  moneys 
thus  raised  serve  in  the  first  instance  to  finance  the  work  of  the 
voluntary  agencies  on  behalf  of  refugees,  but  sometimes  part  of 
the  funds  are  used  for  projects  carried  out  as  part  of  the  UNHCR 
programme.  From  time  to  time  UNHCR  itself  organizes  inter- 
national fund  raising  actions,  such  as  the  sale  of  records. 

• There  are  many  possibilities  for  helping  refugees  through  a 
personal  effort.  The  easiest  and  most  obvious  is  a financial 
contribution  during  a fund  raising  campaign.  But  sometimes 
a specific  group  takes  its  own  action.  For  instance,  associations, 
clubs  or  schools  decide  on  a project  of  aid;  they  bring  funds 
together  to  provide  a tractor  for  a refugee  settlement,  or  collect 
books  for  refugee  students  in  Africa  or  Asia. 

Another  way  is  to  buy  one  of  the  records  produced  by  UNHCR 
for  the  benefit  of  the  world’s  refugees.  The  latest  LP  is  called 
World  Star  Festival  with  a programme  of  songs  by  sixteen 
of  the  most  popular  stars  in  the  entertainment  world. 

Not  the  least  important  contribution:  if  refugees  live  in  your 
community  let  your  attitude  be  an  encouragement  for  them  to 
feel  welcome  and  at  home. 
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When  they  fled  from  their  home  country  they 
were  hungry  and  afraid.  Today  the  family  can 
look  forward  to  a happy  future.  The  sale  of 
“World  Star  Festival”  helped  to  make  this  possi- 
ble. One  record  provides  supplementary  food  to 
a refugee  child  for  one  month,  100  records  pay 
for  the  transportation  of  forty  tons  of  food,  1,000 
records  bring  clean  water  to  a new  community. 
The  sale  of  one  million  records  to  date  is  thus 
helping  thousands,  but  many  more  are  waiting. 

WORLD  STAR  FESTIVAL  is  the  United  Nations 
record  that  brings  double  joy:  to  the  listener 
and  to  the  refugee  it  helps. 


